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Abstract: This study examined how Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the United States used
framing as an issue management strategy in promoting COVID-19 vaccine. A content analysis of HBCUs’ (N = 268)
COVID-19 vaccine-related messages showed that institutional leaders primarily used thematic frames over episodic
frames. In other words, the COVID-19 vaccination was promoted as a community issue by emphasizing safety and wellbeing of the community. Black leaders’ vaccine communication mostly focused on background information, research
data, and statistics related to vaccination and vaccine effectiveness. Such use of framing strategies may indicate black
leaders’ trust and openness in vaccine communication and contribute to enhancing vaccine acceptance among the African
American community. Findings have implications for persuasive vaccine communication and issue management in
institutions of higher education.
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INTRODUCTION
The Coronavirus Disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is one of the high-impact crises that has caused unprecedented
disruptions to the U.S. institutions of higher education [1,2]. Specifically, Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) have greatly suffered due to disproportionate impact of the ongoing pandemic [3,4]. The development of the
COVID-19 vaccine has brought hope for organizational leaders returning to on-campus activities such as in-person
teaching and learning. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has recommended all on-campus colleges and
universities prioritize vaccination programs and impose mandatory vaccination for campus communities [5]. The success
of such a hardline policy is dependent on how black leaders at HBCUs approach managing this COVID-19 vaccine issue.
Vaccine hesitancy (people who delay or refuse to get the vaccine) is one of the key barriers for the institution to resume
its on-campus activities. Minority communities, specifically African Americans are more hesitant to receive the COVID19 vaccine than any other racial group. Many factors, including historical mistrust in medical science, lack of adequate
information, and the spread of misinformation perhaps are blamed [6]. This situation has created urgency for HBCUs
leaders to adopt COVID-19 vaccine policy in their issue management plan and design strategic vaccine campaign to
educate the community. Research suggests that promoting the COVID-19 vaccine through trusted messengers like local
educational institutions, or other black leaders who are from the same race group can enhance vaccine acceptance [6]. As
such, HBCUs leaders can adopt COVID-19 vaccine issue as an opportunity for returning to normalcy and demonstrate
their commitment to the community [2,4].
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In issue management, framing is one of the effective mechanisms that enable public relations practitioners to promote
messages by emphasizing certain aspects of an issue that can influence what and how the public understands that issue
[7,8]. Framing strategies help practitioners to attribute preventive health behaviors in communication messages [9].
Guided by the issue management framework [9] and framing theory [7,8], this study aimed to understand HBCUs
leaders’ message framing strategies in promoting the COVID-19 vaccine issue among the campus community. Given that
vaccine hesitancy is high among African American community, it is significant to investigate how these institutions
communicate the COVID-19 vaccine as a trusted messenger of this community. Black leaders’ trust and openness in
vaccine communication may contribute to enhancing vaccine acceptance among the African American community.
COVID-19 VACCINE POLICY, FRAMING, AND ISSUE MANAGEMENT
Issue management is one of the management functions of organizations that help evaluate and communicate impacts of
the issue among key publics and formulate strategic plans to establish agenda and persuade the public toward the issue
[9]. HBCUs leaders can approach COVID-19 vaccine policy as an opportunity for returning to on-campus activities by
combatting the spread of the virus which may also demonstrate an institutional commitment to the community. In an
issue campaign, framing is one of the key issue management tools that enable public relations practitioners to develop
messages by selecting and emphasizing certain aspects of an issue that can influence what and how the public thinks and
interpret the issue [7,8]. Specifically, framing strategies help practitioners define the health problems by highlighting
costs, benefits, causes, and instructing the public toward preventive health behaviors [9].
Message framing has a significant influence on persuasive vaccine communication that can shape public attitudes and
intentions toward vaccine acceptance [10]. Public relations practitioners often take different framing approaches in
vaccine communication, such as thematic and episodic frames [10]. Iyengar’s (1991) thematic and episodic framed
messages emphasize either individual or societal level consequences and outcomes of an issue. Thematic-framed
message includes systemic causes, trends, background information, and broader societal consequences of an issue, while
the episodic-framed message exemplifies individual/personal stories involving the issue or behaviors. Though episodic
framed messages are more likely to engage the audience by connecting personal stories, research has found increased use
of thematic frames in health communication like HPV vaccination [10]. Such emphasis on the thematic frame over the
episodic frame may help individuals to see the pandemic issue as a public problem that requires community participation
and engagement in prevention and containment efforts [4,7].
Like message framing in vaccine communication, cited information sources can play a significant role in shaping
public decision-making behavior toward the issue [10]. The way that information is framed in the message is also shaped
by the sources from which is cited. For instance, news coverage of the HPV vaccine found a significant association
between message sources and message frame [10]. Thus, previous research helps understand how framing strategies and
cited sources can shape vaccine communication. However, it is not well understood how higher education institutions
utilize framing devices as issue management tools responding to a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, this
study examined the following research questions: RQ1. What framing strategies did HBCUs leaders employ to promote
the COVID-19 vaccine issue among the campus community? RQ2. Was there any association between message sources
and message framing strategies in COVID-19 vaccine communication?
METHOD AND DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE
This study conducted a quantitative content analysis of HBCUs website-based vaccine communication. We collected
data from 100 HBCU institutions accredited by the U.S. Department of Higher Education. The study found a total of 268
COVID-19 vaccine-related articles from 93 HBCUs. However, we did not find any vaccine-related articles/messages
from seven institutions.
We examined COVID-19 pandemic response webpages of each college and university to collect vaccine-related
messages/articles. The COVID-19 pandemic response webpage was identified from the homepage of each institution
using keyword searches (e.g., “COVID-19”, “COVID-19 dashboard”, “COVID-19 pandemic”, and “coronavirus”). Then,
we used the pandemic response webpage to access the vaccine webpage and COVID-19-related campus/community
update messages. Each COVID-19 campus update message was visited and analyzed followed by keyword searches,
such as “COVID-19 vaccine,” “coronavirus vaccine,” “vaccination,” and “vaccinated”. This study only included
COVID-19 response team leaders’ (e.g., president, provost, etc.) vaccine-related messages that were communicated
during January-September 2021. This timeline was selected followed by the mass vaccination policy in the United States
which started on December 14, 2020.
Each vaccine-related article was treated as a unit of analysis. Employing Iyengar’s (1991) framing theory, we coded
articles to identify thematic and episodic frames. Sources were coded for the people or organizations who were cited
directly or indirectly in the vaccine-related article. We divided sources into two categories, internal and external sources.
External sources were coded if the article cited health institutions (e.g., CDC, FDA), public health officials, medical
doctors, and researchers. If the article mentioned sources that were internal to the university, including campus health
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committee, campus health center, and researchers, it was coded as the internal source. These variables were coded
dichotomously (Absence = 0, Presence =1).
RESULTS
Preliminary findings showed that the majority of the HBCU institutions had a COVID-19 specific webpage (96%) that
included updates and coronavirus-related resources, including vaccine-related information for the campus community. In
a total of 268 messages, universities (82.5%) were more likely to communicate COVID-19 vaccine-related information
compared to colleges (13.4%) and community colleges (4.1%). Also, public-funded institutions (66.8%) promoted the
COVID-19 vaccine higher than the private-funded institutions (33.3%). The findings are presented below addressing
each of the research questions.
To answer RQ1, descriptive findings showed that HBCU leaders emphasized thematic-framed (96.3%) over episodicframed (7.1%). Also, Paired sample t-test showed that the mean number of thematic frames (M = .96, SD = .19) was
significantly higher than that of episodic frames (M = .07, SD = .26), t (267) = 36.87, p <.001. Addressing RQ2, the
descriptive analysis revealed that HBCUs leaders used more external sources (63.4%) in communicating vaccine
information than internal sources (51.9%). Pearson’s Chi-square test of independence showed significant association
between external sources and episodic-framed messages, ꭓ2 (1, N = 16) = 3.81, p < .05. However, no significant
association was found between external sources and thematic-framed messages. Also, the relationship between internal
sources and thematic-episodic was not statistically significant.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
COVID-19 vaccine was one of the key policy issues for the institutions of higher education. We examined how black
leaders at HBCUs institutions employed framing strategies in promoting the COVID-19 vaccine and managing the issue
at large. Our findings showed that HBCUs leaders primarily promoted COVID-19 vaccination as a community issue and
focused on the safety and well-being of the community. Institutional leaders mostly emphasized thematic frames over
episodic frames. They focused on background information related to vaccination and shared research data and statistics
in promoting the COVID-19 vaccine among the community. Such emphasis on the thematic frame over the episodic
frame may help individuals to consider the pandemic issue as a public problem that requires community participation and
engagement in prevention and containment efforts [4,7,10]. In addition, HBCUs leaders communicated the COVID-19
vaccine by attributing information from expert sources like public health officials, medical doctors, and research data.
Such use of expert sources in health communication can enhance message credibility and public trust toward the issue
[10]. Thus, cited information sources can play a significant role in shaping public decision-making behavior and
influence intent to accept the vaccine among the community.
Though this study highlighted the role of framing in vaccine issue management, especially focusing on the minorityserving higher education institutions, this study only conducted a content analysis of web-based vaccine communication.
Future research can be directed to conduct an experiment examining the effects of framing strategies on vaccine
acceptance and issue management in general. Also, experimental research can help understand how these institutions can
serve as a trusted source of the messenger among African American community that can enhance their confidence and
trust in the COVID-19 vaccine. Despite limitations, the findings of this study have significant implications for persuasive
vaccine communication and issue management in institutions of higher education.
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